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Johannes FIEDLER: 

Modernity, formality and its antagonists... 

At the beginning stands Ivan Mirkovski’s re-discovery of Kenzo Tange’s plans for the reconstruction 
of Skopje after the quake of 1963. Why is this an issue? Why does this story interest us? 

Could it be that we - urbanists and urban intellectuals who have been shaped by the 20th century - 
have inherited a nostalgic reverence for pathetic modernism as expressed by Kenzo Tange? Could 
it be that we are touched by the exotic image to see how the great modernist project fail before 
the background of a small Balkan country?  

Whatever it is, humans are receptive to emotional messages and these are great transporters of 
motivations. So let us take this curiosity as an impulse to explore some aspects of modernist 
planning and its relationship with the contemporary situation. 

The Past 

In the post World-War II-period, modernism and functionalist planning have been the common 
denominators for the most diverse of systems, be it under the leading sign of Socialism, as in the 
Soviet sphere of power, or in former Yugoslavia, be it in the format of the Welfare State, as in 
Western Europe, or be it under the Fordist system of mass consumption in North America. All of 
these regimes were based on the modernist assumptions that:  

a) history is irrelevant,  
b) the necessities of society can be scientifically determined,  
and c) that space can be constructed in a way to fit these necessities. 

Hence, the age of modernism has produced the most elevated instance of formal citymaking so far. 
Never before and never since has urban production been to such a degree been guided by the 
formal technique of planning  – be it in technical terms – through engineering, be it in cultural 
terms – through artistic inspiration and legitimization, or be it in political terms – through 
government action.  

Why is the aspect of formality so relevant? There is a great difference if spatial solutions, a building, 
an outdoor space, a landscape come as a result of adaption, optimization, integration or analogy, 
which are called informal production modes - or if they have been produced in formal ways - 
following an external concept, developed out of an overall logic and implemented by means which 
would have never emerged from the context itself. There is no sharp line between the formal and 
the informal, but the degree of formality runs parallel to the degree of abstraction, reflection and 
specialization applied in the process. 

We now know that the assumption that society, and hence the city, may be constructed through 
formal methods has produced – along with some merits - a great deal of devastation. We all know 
the sins of modernity by heart: the loss of scale and urban space, the destruction of proximity, the 
ravaging of natural resources and so forth… In the end, the collapse of modernist planning has 
produced shattered spaces, and societies which would eagerly embrace consumer urbanization as 
the new guiding principle. 

The Present Situation 

In the planning discipline, however, modernity continues to be a reference. City-building is still 
seen a matter of production of order by formal techniques. This notion stands in a harsh contrast to 
what we actually see in our cities and regions. Because what we see are mainly the products of 
unreflected and unguided processes, of traditional division of agricultural land, vernacular housing 
solutions, the consumer’s choices and the respective offers provided by the industries. We see 
images of uncompleted or improper modernization, of modernization without order. And we see – 
as a typical feature of European cities – the accumulated effect of historic conditions. They shape 
spatial realities to a degree never comparable to that of planning. This notion applies not only to 
the well-known inner-city-contexts, but also to non-urban areas of all sorts, where the above 
mentioned agricultural conditions exert their influence.  

This also explains why contemporary urban planning in Europe is mainly a piecemeal activity of re-
definition of contexts, of infill an conversion activities, of strategies and regulations. Planning is one 
of many expressions of intentionality, one of innumerable levels of action which shape the actual 
appearance of cities and regions. The last decade of the 20th century has produced a lot of theory 
and practice around this understanding, which may be summarized as incremental urbanism, 
referring to the “step-by-step” and “open-end” working method. It as an understanding of 
urbanism as “anonymous architecture”. 



There is, however, a recent counter-current to this approach. Acknowledging that stringent overall 
definition of urban development is no longer possible, both cities and private developers have an 
interest to carve out sections of land for the purpose of treating them on a “project” level, hoping 
to achieve that sort of urban coherence that popular moods and the market increasingly request.  

We see “master-planned developments” popping up in formerly unspectacular places, we see 
ambitious rehabilitation and conversion-projects propelled by “themes” and “brands” of all sorts. 
Before the background of that late-20th-century, post-modern understanding of urbanism described 
above, such projects can hardly qualify as urbanism, but must be seen as large-scale architecture, 
especially where they are linked to individual designs, when they are virtually branded as 
signature-urbanism, as it is common practice in the US, Gulf Region, in Russia and in China. 

Both ways, the incremental urbanism of the 1990ies and the masterplan-urbanism of the 
early 21st century have their references to modernity – references that we as urban intellectuals 
and professionals of city-making should be able to understand and interpret – for the higher 
purpose of avoiding unnecessary errors in planning and decision-making.  

Incremental urbanism has its roots in modernist thinking through its understanding of urban 
planning is a public, overall issue, driven by the search for the common good, for solutions which 
serve society as a whole, not only certain territorial sections or population groups. 

Masterplan-urbanism, on the other side, refers to modernist thinking in its strict design approach, 
its commitment to definite physical solutions. This approach comes out of the needs of marketing, 
it caters to the investor’s logic, which aims at maximum predictability and coherence in order to 
minimize risks. One of the basic requirements of this risk-minimization strategy is that of ring-
fencing, the act of creating clearly defined boundaries within which all parameters may be 
controlled. 

Both spheres have inherited from modernism its “voluntarist” logic, although such voluntarism – 
centring on “the will” as the driving force - is applied in the most contrary ways: incremental 
urbanism carries along the “good will” as its legitimization, whereas the masterplan-fraction holds 
up the determinist aspect, poorly disguising that their “will” is mainly that of the investor, not 
always good in the broad sense of our moral terms. 

Future: 

Now, that we have laid out the theoretical network we can discuss the perspectives of urban 
planning in the current and in the local situation - which is not only a post-modern one, but also 
an increasingly post-neoliberal one, as the era of rampant privatization and liberalization after 
the collapse of the Communist system seems to be drawing to an end. People in North America and 
in Europe re-discover the values of democratically legitimized regulation, not the least because of 
ecological challenges and high prices of energy. And planning, urban planning, physical 
planning, are the tools for spatial regulation available. 

No one will assume that we can return to functionalism and modernism of the 1960ties. Society 
has become more diverse and less controllable, more sceptical to technical solutions and the 
democratic State is in a continuous need for legitimization, especially when it comes to contentious 
issues like car-use, land-consumption and other popular bad habits.  

Maybe we will have to go further back and take lessons from the late 19th century, when Europe 
experienced a comparably liberal, but reasonably regulated development. Which could be the 
contemporary instruments matching the effectiveness of 19th-century spatial techniques, such as 
the railway system, the land registry, the urban infrastructure grids that would allow individual 
investment at a high level of coherence? How can we find the appropriate tools for today? Tools 
that will provide enough freedom of choice and engagement on the one side and secure public 
values on the other?  

Let me provide some criteria for this neo-voluntarist planning era: 
- define clearly which are public values and which are not 
- regulate only on the grounds of these values 
- hands off from individual subsidies and tailor-made solutions for groups of individuals or 

specific industries 
- make it clear that there exists no basic human right to un-ecological behaviour 
- as for the rest, let human creativity its ways… 

 


